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THE TOUCHING OF LOVE AND DEATH
IN URSULA LE GUIN
WITH COMPARISONS TO JANE AUSTEN
DONALD M. HASSLER

KENT STATE UNIVERSITY

I
Although she seems reluctant to label herself simply as a science
fiction writer and is publishing now outside of the genre, Ursula Le
Guin’ most successful novels, The Left Hand of Darkness (1969) and
The Dispossessed (1974), contain many of the usual characteristics of
science fiction.1 They are set on far planets and include journeys
across the long distances of space. Both novels, however, are also
great love stories that journey through the inner space of courtship
and marriage, and here they may be compared to the courtship and
marriage minuets of Jane Austen. Here 1 argue that both novelists
make a deliberate use of love, courtship, and marriage as a hedge
against death. The theme is not uncommon in literature. In addition to
noticing the carpe diem theme, 1 argue that Le Guin and Austen in a
strikingly similar way use death as a way of enhancing love. The
details of narrative illustrate this method, particularly in Le Guin’s
work, but also in several key passages in Austen. Finally, 1 argue that
certain similarities in the use these two writers make of balance and
fabrication suggest a common artistic purpose. This purpose is com
municated organically and symbolically in the“literaryness” of their
fictions as well as in dialogue and plot. Only recently have science
fiction writers merited the kind of comparison being made here, but as
the genre progresses in artistic depth and in seriousness of intent more
such comparisons will undoubtedly be needed. Also, the more com
plete implications of Le Guin and Austen’s treatments of love and
death, which, I suggest, may be developed as well as the appropriate
ness of those themes to science fiction itself. This essay is part of a
relatively new beginning of science fiction criticism. In the meantime,
Le Guin may also add to our reading of the classic Austen.
In a recent collection of essays about Jane Austen, her continuous
interest in humans reaching out toward one another in love is glossed
by E. M. Forster’ later observation that in the modern world of
isolation and loneliness love will become more and more important as
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a source of meaning, “the heart’s last stand against rootlessness.”2 I
would twist this observation a bit further to suggest that only because
of our growing sense of rootlessness and only because of a profound
awareness, in fact, of death can love and human relationship have
meaning. In this sense, then, the happy marriages of Shevek and
Takver, of Genly
and Estraven as well as fictional marriages in
Austen, of which I shall mention only one or two, are absolutely
dependent upon a deep insight into the nature of cold death and not
merely a protection against loneliness and death. Le Guin makes this
point most explicitly in the dialogue between Shevek and Takver that
comes shortly after they discover mutually that they have both been
seeking a bond, not just a casual though meaningful human relation
ship, but a total bonding—what our counselors in a less Utopian state
would call a solid marriage. They establish the bond, and then Shev
discusses on what basis it can have meaning for them:
All you have to do to see life whole to see it as mortal. I’ll die,
you’ll die; how could we love each other otherwise? The sun’s
to burn out, what else keeps it shining?”
Ah! your talk,
damned philosophy!”
“Talk? It’s not talk. It’s not reason. It’s hand’s touch. I touch
the
1 hold it. Which is moonlight, which is Takver?
How shall I fear death? When I hold it, when I hold in
hands
the light—”
Don’t be propertarian,” Takver muttered.
Dear heart, don’t cry.”
“I’m not crying. You are. Those are your tears.”
I’m cold. The moonlight’s cold.”
“Lie down.”
A great shiver went through his body as she took him in her
arms.
I am afraid, Takver,” he whispered.
“Brother, dear soul, hush.”
They slept in each other’s arms that night, many nights.3

If the precondition for love is an awareness of mortality and
perhaps even of rootlessness, then, the fictions of science fiction would
seem particularly appropriate for communicating this precondition.
The sense of vast spaces, the multiple worlds, plentiful time frames,
and fanciful though often very real varieties of death all combine to
isolate and to uproot individual men so that, if the opportunity pres
ents itself, they will reach out to establish a bond with a fellow individ
ual. If this bond can be established, moreover, it
mean much
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to the individuals involved in direct proportion to how isolated and
lonely they are to begin with. For this reason, the image of the bonding
between two individuals, the love story, that Le Guin creates in her
earlier great novel is a magnificent love story. And even though there
can be no sexual consummation and no marriage bond except insofar
as the true bond that Shevek and Takver discuss does indeed exist,
Genly Ai and Estraven do have a deep love after they have crossed the
Gobrin Ice together. Even more than the strange love that Le Guin
images, and which I shall discuss in more detail in the latter half of
this essay, she images the precondition of cold death most success
fully in their lonely journey across the icecap of the planet, Winter. As
they begin their journey across the Ice, which will be a journey also to
love, Le Guin writes beautifully about the symbolic meaning of death
that her setting contains; and this death includes joy:
Estraven
there in harness beside me looking at that
magnificent and unspeakable desolation. "I'm glad have lived to
see this,” he said.
I felt as he did. It is good have an end to journey towards;
but it is the journey that matters, in the end.
It had not rained, here on these northfacing slopes. Snow
fields stretched down from the pass into the valleys of moraine.
We stowed the wheels, uncapped the sledge-runners, put on our
skis, and took off—down, north, onward, into that silent vastness
of fire and ice that said in enormous letters of black and white
DEATH, DEATH, written right across a continent. The sledge
like a feather, and we laughed with joy.4

Later, just a few moments before the narrative will tell of Estraven’
sacrifice of his own life for the sake of his friend and his friend’s
mission, Genly Ai narrates how close they felt and reminds us again of
the Ice:
We huddled in the dark hollow under dark trees, in the snow.
We lay right together warmth. Around midday Estraven dozed
off for a while, but I was too hungry and too cold
sleep; I lay
there beside my friend in a sort of stupor, trying to remember the
words he had
to me once: Two are one, life and death, lying
together....It was a little like being inside the tent up on the Ice, but
without shelter, without food, without rest: nothing left but our
companionship, and that soon to end.5

This image of the journey across the Ice, in which Le Guin asserts
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through Genly Ai and Estraven that the journey itself is important
and not the end of the journey, becomes elaborated in the later novel
through Shevek’s Simultaneity Theory. The interlocking time ref
erences of the theory, as they relate to the narrative time in Le Guin’s
series of fictions about the Ekumenical Empire, create another dimen
sion to the awe and sense of rootlessness in the face of vast time and
space that leads us as individuals to reach out in the cold for each
other. Without the successful development of Shev’s theory, the com
munication device called the ansible that Genly Ai uses on Gethen
could not have been invented. Similarly, Shev’ theoretical thinking is
indebted to the work of an ancient Terran who had sought a “unifying
field theory”—the old Ainsetain.6 Thus in her larger and, hopefully,
continuing narrative of the Ekumenical Empire, the Simultaneity
Theory is placed centuries following the Terran civilization and the
physics we are familiar with, but several hundred years prior to Genly
Ai’s mission to and relationship with Estraven of Gethen. But the
images from the theory itself as they are elaborated in The Dispos
sessed help us to understand the relationship between love and death
that is the topic of this essay.
As an ethical, rather than a physical, theory Simultaneity repres
ents the indeterminacy of process, of always going out but not neces
sarily coming back. The motif does appear several times in the novel
that “true journey is return.”7 The movement that the characters (and
especially Shevek and Takver) continually embrace, however, is sheer
movement with no predetermined end, movement outward, movement
toward greater uncertainty and death. This daring movement allows
their love to have meaning. Near the conclusion of the novel, as Shev
is formulating in his mind a clearer notion of his work as it relates to
the ongoing Odonian Revolution as well as to his Simultaneity The
ory, he speculates also about his love for Takver, their commitment to
each other, their bond: “For her as for him, there was no end. There
was process: process was all. You could go in a promising direction or
you could go wrong, but you did not set out with the expectation of ever
stopping anywhere. All responsibilities, all commitments thus under
stood took on substance and duration.”8 Earlier in this tenth chapter,
the story is told of Shev’s long journey back to Takver after a work
assignment in a remote part of Anarres. This journey is, in fact, a
microcosm of the larger journey of Shevek’ to Urras and back home
again to Takver that frames the entire novel. Just as in The Left Hand
of Darkness, the journey is an image for death as well as an image for
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return. Rather the journey always seems to suggest death as well as
love. Without the death there would not be the possibility for love. Just
before Shev reaches the settlement where Takver and their child are,
the reference to death is made explicit:
He went on; the road stayed lying down. He had been in no danger,
he had never in any danger known himself so close to death.
Death was in him, under him; the earth itself was uncertain,
unreliable. The enduring, the reliable,
promise made by the
human mind. Shevek felt the cold, clean air in his mouth and
lungs. He listened. Remote, a mountain torrent thundered some
down in the shadows.9

That final muted image of the torrent of rushing water (rapid flow in
nature) echoes strongly for me, at least, the famous Simplon Pass
passage in Book VI of The Prelude by Wordsworth in which death and
imagination are linked:
...downwards we hurried fast,
And enter’d with the road which we had miss’d
Into narrow chasm; the brook and road
Were
in this gloomy Pass....
And
prospect of the raving stream,
The unfetter’d clouds, and region the Heavens,
Tumult and peace, the darkness and the light
Were all like workings of one mind, the features
Of the same face, blossoms upon one tree,
Characters of the great Apocalypse,
The types and symbols of Eternity,
Of first and last, and midst, and without end.10

William Walling’ recent study of Jane Austen suggests the
importance to her overall effects (and hence to her notion of what the
preconditions must be for love) of a profound awareness on her part of
motion, journeying, even rootlessness. The concluding sentence of
Walling’s essay, I think, expresses this interpretation best; this is, of
course, the same interpretation I have been making of Ursula Le
Guin—the fact of movement and death allows us to love: “Within the
increasing accelerations of a turning world, without still point or
certain center, the best selves reach out for their fellows, and help to
preserve, as much as they can, the integrity of a human ideal."11
Obviously, Jane Austen’s world is not the world of the Ekumenical
Empire; and the accelerations are very slow indeed by comparison. In
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fact, the least rootless, the least accelerated of her novels, however,
contains an unnecessary and gratuitous little glimpse of death that I
find absolutely chilling in its coincidence; and I shall end this first
section of my essay by describing and quoting from this small piece of
Austen’s vision that reminds me
poignantly of Le Guin’s vision.
Mansfield Park is, by general consensus of Austen critics, her most
conservative and “ordered” novel. Walling most recently quotes an
opinion of Lionel Trilling’s from several decades ago that still holds:
“Mansfield Park is most particularly characterized by his preference
for rest over motion....It’s praise is not for social freedom butfor social
stasis.”l2 The story is, nevertheless, a love story in which the reaching
out of Fanny for Edmund is placed firmly in the context of potential
death. Similarly, when Fanny is separated from Edmund, visiting her
parents in Portsmouth and in the process of seeing more deeply into
human limitation than she had thought possible, the following short
paragraph appears in the narrative for no apparent reason:
Fanny was silent; but not from being convinced that there might
not be a remedy found for some of these evils. As she now sat
looking at Betsey, she could not but think particularly of another
sister, a very pretty little girl, whom she had left there not much
younger when she went into Northamptonshire, who had died
few years afterwards. There had been something remarkably ami
able about her. Fanny, in those early days, had preferred her to
Susan; and when the news of her death had at last reached Mans
field, had for a short time been quite afflicted—The sight of Betsey
brought the image of little Mary back again, but she would not
have pained her mother by alluding to her,
the world—13

II
I could continue to quote somber passages about death and about
love and to suggest from my reading of those passages what I think is
the relation between the two as it is expressed by Le Guin and earlier
by Austen; but I believe also there is another significant way in which
the fabrications of Le Guin, anticipated and manifested brilliantly by
the fictions of Austen, communicate the kind of double attitude of joy
and awe in the face of love and death. This way of communicating also
has less to do with the overt meanings of words and more to do with
the overall structure of the fabrications. Northrop Frye in his 1976
Presidential Address to the Modern Language Association describes
this non-literal way in which the best literature communicates as “the
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locations are Mansfield itself and the town of Portsmouth. They
represent extreme contrasts in the lives of Fanny and Edmund, and
their love matures and is finally defined by the contrast and by the
journeys between Mansfield and Portsmouth.
Whether Le Guin is aware of Austen’ techniques in structuring
narrative fictions or not, the structure and overall configuration of
The Dispossessed contain a striking parallel to the contrast and iro
nies of Mansfield and Portsmouth. Urras and Anarres and the jour
neys made by Shevek going out and coming back represent to me the
dominant and lasting image of that fiction. Similarly, the two con
trasted nation states on the planet Gethen in The Left Hand of Dark
ness and the magnificent journey across the icecap from one
kingdom to the other, the journey during which Estraven and Genly
Ai learn fully of their love and also of their separateness as well,
represent an even more striking manifestation of what might be called
the image cluster that I am talking about in this essay. Furthermore,
in the latter novel, which was written first, Le Guin underlines the
concept of balance and separateness somehow ironically being also
the only context for total and fulfilling love through her extrapolation
on the sexual relationships that are possible. One more longish para
graph from The Left Hand of Darkness clarifies further what I see in
this set of images and in this concept, and it will be best to end my
essay simply with these words from Le Guin. The concept is that love
can never be as total as we would want, but that the facts of death and
limitation and separateness are what make love necessary and even
possible in the first place. The images are the pairs and balances
between separate and distinct locations as well as the journeys and
bridges that both link and hold apart these locations. 1 suggest that
there is something instructive in the similarities I have observed
between the use made by Austen of this concept with these images and
the use made by Le Guin. Finally the concept and the images must
speak for themselves as they do, I think, in the following paragraph
about a great and limited love, a prototype and symbol perhaps for
many of our reachings for love. Genly Ai is speaking:
For it seemed to me, and I think to him, that it was from that
sexual tension between us, admitted now and understood, but not
assuaged, that the great and sudden assurance of friendship
between
rose: a friendship so much needed by us both in our
exile, and already so well proved in the days and nights our
bitter journey, that it might as well be called, now as later, love.
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But it was from the difference between us, not from the affinities
and likenesses, but from the difference, that that love came: and it
was itself the bridge, the only bridge, across what divided us. For
to meet sexually would be
us to
once more as aliens. We
had touched, in the only way we could touch.19
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